Panel discussion on B cells and rituximab: mechanistic aspects, efficacy and safety in rheumatoid arthritis and non-Hodgkin's lymphoma.
The clinical potential of rituximab (MabThera/Rituxan), a selective B-cell-depleting agent, in the treatment of patients with rheumatoid arthritis (RA) is rapidly becoming apparent. The data presented at an official satellite symposium of the European League Against Rheumatism (EULAR) Congress (2003, Lisbon, Portugal), reinforce the rationale for the use of this novel agent in RA and have provided an early indication of its clinical efficacy, safety and tolerability. The symposium presentations were followed by a panel discussion and a question and answer session in which the participants were able to shed further light on specific mechanistic issues relating to effects on B-cell populations based on available data and their own clinical experience of rituximab. Additionally, the implications of current results for longer-term clinical efficacy and safety were discussed. It is becoming clear that rituximab (alone or in combination with disease-modifying anti-rheumatic drugs) is highly efficacious in RA. Extensive data from patients with non-Hodgkin's lymphoma show that early concerns over increased infection rates due to prolonged suppression of B cells have not been realized. The effects of rituximab on long-term RA outcomes, such as joint erosion and duration of response (particularly in patients receiving combination therapy), are eagerly anticipated.